Sources of Meaning: Passions

Psalm 8


What are human beings? That’s the question at the heart of the psalm we heard this morning.


Keenly aware of God’s presence, the psalmist doesn’t wonder whether human beings are alone. Instead he wonders how the God who created the heavens and set the stars in their courses could care so deeply for us. He wonders what our place is in the scheme of things and what meaning there is for our lives.


The psalmist wasn’t the first or the last to wonder about these things. Philosophers and poets, theologians and political thinkers, sociologists and story tellers have grappled with what makes us human—or most fully human. 

One of the answers that emerges in the work of individuals over the centuries is that passion is part of what sets us apart as humans. Our passions energize us and give us meaning.

The philosopher and theologian Søren Kierkegaard describes faith as the “leap of passion.” He argues that faith isn’t a matter of reflection or thinking; rather it starts where thinking ends. It involves a movement, and that movement requires passion. In his book Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard contends that “every movement of infinity occurs with passion” and making the leap of passion is the “genuinely human factor.”

The poet and organizational development leader David Whyte places an emphasis on the importance of passion in all areas of our lives. In his book The Heart Aroused, he writes, “Being in touch with fire and passion seems to be an essential need for the soul of a human being.” He echoes that thought in his poem “What to Remember When Waking,” which includes these lines:
To be human is to become visible
while carrying what is hidden as a gift to others.
To remember the other world in this world
is to live in your true inheritance.


The author and educator Leo Buscaglia asserts that people who “love many things with a passion” are the “most well-rounded and the happiest human beings.” He holds that everyone can learn to love things with a passion; it’s not something that’s just given to a few people.

He adds: “I think there are a lot of people who, if encouraged, would reveal their passions. But they’re almost afraid to talk of the things they really feel strongly about. I think to be passionate in our culture is to seem to be naive. People are a little bit frightened by passion. They aren’t comfortable with people who express themselves with genuine excitement. It always amuses me when I’m out and one of the tables in a restaurant is just having a great time laughing uproariously because someone is likely to accuse this table that’s having a passionate time of either being disruptive or drunk. They can’t handle the fact that here is a bunch of people feeling passionate about each other, the food, and life.”


Well, I hope we can handle it this morning. Because members of our faith community have shared about the passions that give meaning to their lives—passions that help make them more fully human. Here are some of their stories:

When asked what I am or have been passionate about I drew a blank. Could I be that shallow . . . that I have walked through sixty-two years of life without passion? It was a frightening, daunting thought. But as I pondered that possibility, I realized that I have had many interests—singing, piano playing, gardening, interior decorating, craft-making, reading—and truly enjoyed each one. But interests come and go. The one thing that has not wavered hasn’t been an activity or an interest. This may sound hokey, but the one constant in my life has been being true to my word, my beliefs, and honesty. If I say I will do something, I do it. If I cannot do something, I refuse it. I guess this is called “shooting straight from the hip,” “telling it like I see it,” being honest and following through. It’s not always the popular thing to do or think, but it allows me to sleep at night. 

I have given thought to what my passions are. It was a very thought-provoking question. I have settled on two things. I love to socialize with people, and I love to bake. Both of these things bring me joy, and often they are intertwined. My socializing is done on many different levels. I have my close, intimate friends, as well as my community family. Baking brings me joy whether I am sad, stressed, or happy. Baking is also something I enjoy sharing with my friends and acquaintances. Who doesn’t enjoy receiving a cookie?

I work in a NICU, which is the intensive care for newborns. I always have had a desire to help other people, and nursing has allowed me to do so. My father was a doctor in a small town, and his life of caring and compassion towards others was what inspired me to also work in the health field.

The work is rewarding as you care for infants in a team effort to get them well enough to go home. This could take a few days to possibly six months for some babies. You get attached to the infants who are with you for longer periods of time. It is hard not to get emotionally involved, and there are times that my own tears of sadness come through.


But for the most part, there is great satisfaction when you get to send the baby home. Many parents keep us updated on the baby’s progress throughout the years with cards, pictures, and even visits to the unit to see us.


I sincerely feel that I have been repeatedly blessed via outside influences during my life, which I can actually not describe but know there had to be some supernatural intervention based on the odds at hand at the time.


For instance, when I was giving thought to writing my autobiography, I was at CBC, sitting in one of the pews as my daughter was receiving a piano lesson up front in the sanctuary. I was mulling the idea of my book around in my mind, when suddenly I felt I was being raised up from my sitting position—and standing there, I walked toward the cross. While I was walking I was telling myself, “You have to tell the story. It is for everyone to know and understand.” I then felt as though I was automated and walked back and forth—actually marched back and forth—in front of the altar, telling myself over and over I should write the story.


Up to that point my earlier life in Germany had been sort of a private issue, although some people knew “some” of the story. I ask myself time and again, why did I get that feeling as though I was being driven—or even pushed? I documented this inspiration in the preface of my book, and in the dedication I thanked God who watched over us.


Toward the end of WWII after I had been drafted by the Germans at age 15, we were finally in a firefight with the enemy only several hundred yards away. Their column of vehicles was shot up, and everything seemed afire. Several of us boys (age 16 by then) were told to head toward the road and maybe pick up a few prisoners. As I headed forward in a hunched position, I came to the road. As I looked across the pavement, I saw the muzzle of a light machine gun aiming at me. I knew I’d die in a moment, with no time for further thoughts, when suddenly the soldier at the other end of the gun got up on his feet and raised his hands in surrender. I was dumbfounded and happy to be alive . . . still.


Later, as a POW of the British I was able to use my language skills as an interpreter and moderator among the Brits and the German POWs. This brought some benefits, as being offered coffee and buns in the guard shack where I was spending my time with the Brits during the day. I was assigned a tent of my own as the interpreter of the 3,000-man camp. Privacy and comforts the others did not have.


When I was to be shipped home—my family was in the Russian Zone—a German military doctor gave me some hints on how to avoid shipment to the Russians. Instead, I was shipped to England where an officer took it upon himself to contact the American embassy to tell them of my presence in one of their camps. Soon after, I was singled out and turned over to the Americans in Germany. An investigation determined I still had a claim to U.S. citizenship, and I was permitted to join the U.S. Army in Germany. It was the best way to stay in touch with my family and perhaps even get them out from under the iron curtain. That done, Mom and Sis came to America based on my lone American citizenship in our family.


All these occurrences are so very unusual that deep down I know someone has been watching over me and my family, even to this day. There are forces about us that influence our lives beneficially, if we only let them. My motto: try to do what’s right and all will fall in place.


When I first began teaching high school students a few years ago, an acquaintance remarked to me that one of the appeals of the profession is that it “puts you in control.” The comment confused me and kept bouncing around in my head. I had only been teaching a few months by then, and the last thing I felt was control, which led me to wonder if I my approach to this job was all wrong. But the more I taught, the more I realized it was not about control.


Sure I give my students infractions if they skip class, or bore into them with my evil eye if I catch them checking their cell phones during lab, but that’s not really why I am there. My job is to take the knowledge and experience that is in my head, and present it to my students in a way that they can absorb it, process it, and reconfigure it to form new concepts that are uniquely theirs. To me, this seems a miraculous process, and one that can only be a two-way street. I can keep them from chewing gum in class, but I cannot put an idea in their heads. There is no controlling the give and take that happens; students come to this willingly or not at all. The fact that this sharing of ideas, and even more remarkably, the subsequent creation of new ideas can happen at all is to me one of the most marvelous aspects of the human experience. It is why I love to teach.


To me Special Olympics is like a friendly flock of sheep, a community working together with “love.” When I think back to those days, the lively physical activities and the social gatherings, I remember the Special Olympic oath, “ Let me win, but if I can’t win, let me be brave in the attempt.”

I come from a family that was and is “church centered.” Growing up as religious explorers we attended Lutheran, Methodist, and Episcopal churches. My parents were more interested in the community they experienced than the denomination any particular church represented.


As adults my siblings and I are all “church people.” We attend American Baptist, Unitarian, Zen Buddhist, Episcopal, Lutheran, and Congregational churches. Along our spiritual paths we’ve experimented with New Ageism, non-denominational mega churches, Southern Baptist and small home churches.


Pew potatoes we are not. My parents were lay ministers, choir members, and Sunday school teachers. As a member here at CBC I have led children’s time, sung in the choir, done secretarial work, taught Sunday school, and gone on mission trips. It is important to me to be of service to my church family. It is my choice, and I feel very fortunate to be able to participate.


I love teaching Sunday school. From exploring curriculum and lesson planning, it has been an absolute joy. I see myself as a spiritual facilitator. Through ritual, readings, skits, communion, games, and role playing, I hope to encourage our youth to become open to religious exploration and develop their own faith and beliefs. Teaching to me is never a chore to get through; it is a blessing.

I feel passionately that every single person in the world is really perfect at one thing, and it is worth spending your lifetime finding out what that thing is. There is for each of us, one pursuit in which all of our God-given talents are put to the best possible use to be of service to the most possible people. It’s the place where you have to think less about what you’re doing and let your soul lead the way. It’s your groove, where you’re in sync; it’s where you feel like anything at all is possible and whatever comes your way is what is supposed to be. For me, my faith in God fuels my inner need to give back, and I am lucky enough to have found, late in life, a profession that brings it all together. I am not a brave person by nature, but my faith and my certainty that nursing is what I am supposed to do give me a faith-based passion that is a bedrock of courage. I am not special, but I am lucky to have found that perfect marriage of faith and doing something meaningful that allows me to be at my best.


Stories of passion. May they encourage each of us to take the step of reflecting on and sharing the passions that give meaning to our lives. And may these words from David Whyte’s poem inspire us along that journey:

Now, looking through the slanting light of the morning window
toward the mountain presence of everything that can be
what urgency calls you to your one love?
What shape waits in the seed of you
to grow and spread its branches
against a future sky?
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